University of Southern Maine

USM Digital Commons
Thinking Matters Symposium

2020 Thinking Matters Symposium

May 8th, 12:00 AM

We’re Looking for Peace and That’s What we Find Here”: An
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis on African Asylum
Seekers’ Acculturation Process
Nicole Evers
University of Southern Maine, nicole.evers@maine.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usm.maine.edu/thinking-matters-symposium

Evers, Nicole, "We’re Looking for Peace and That’s What we Find Here”: An Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis on African Asylum Seekers’ Acculturation Process" (2020). Thinking Matters
Symposium. 80.
https://digitalcommons.usm.maine.edu/thinking-matters-symposium/2020/poster-sessions/80

This Poster Session is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Scholarship at USM Digital
Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Thinking Matters Symposium by an authorized administrator of
USM Digital Commons. For more information, please contact jessica.c.hovey@maine.edu.

“We’re Looking for Peace and That’s What
we Find Here”:
An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
on African Asylum Seekers’ Acculturation
Process
Nicole Evers, MSW Student, Researcher
Dorothea Ivey, Thesis Chair
Hermeet Kohli, Thesis Committee Member
Jeanette Andonian, Thesis Committee Member

Abstract
This study is a qualitative, exploratory, interpretative phenomenology (IPA) thesis study with a purpose to
better understand the post-migratory experiences of African asylum-seekers and their acculturation
process in a predominantly white state of the United States. The research question is how do African Asylum
Seekers who have resettled in Maine experience acculturation? In collaboration with Hope Acts, the
researcher conducted in-person 30-45 minute semi-structured interviews with ﬁve African asylum seeking
participants.
The data was analyzed using IPA by generating exploratory comments and conﬁguring themes and
subordinate themes to express the phenomenon of acculturation by understanding the lived experiences of
the participants and the impact of how the researcher interprets the data. With a social constructivist
framework and a lens of acculturation theory and resilience theory, the researcher found two overarching
themes to resettlement: 1. barrier factors with sub-themes of daily stressors, U.S. immigration system, and
discrimination and 2. protective factors with sub-themes of social support systems, identity formation, and
ﬁnding purpose. Both superordinate themes included the sub-theme of migratory experiences.
By advancing awareness around this research question through narratives and common themes, the hope is
to provide a resource to advance and support opportunities in social work practice and policy for the asylum
seeking population to successfully prosper in their new home.

Deﬁnitions
●

●

●

Social constructivism is a theory that focuses on
how humans establish their values and beliefs and
how their relationships with others can impact their
understanding of the world and the way these
different viewpoints modify the norms of society
(Nyika & Murray-Orr, 2017).
Acculturation theory is a theoretical perspective
that aims to understand the identity changes and
the stress that comes with exposure to a new
culture and the concurrence an individual has with
the identity from the culture or country of origin
(Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010).
This can lead to acculturative stress, which
describes trauma pertaining to the adjustment
process to another culture (Arbona et al., 2010).
Resiliency theory is a theoretical framework that
depends upon an individual’s risk and protective
factors to thrive after a hardship, which can
increase or decrease the probability of distress
(Kam, Pérez Torres, & Steuber Fazio, 2018).

●

●

●

Asylum seeker is a person who is seeking
international protection from persecution but
has not gained refugee status from the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (The
United Nations Refugee Agency, 2019).
Migratory trauma refers to the afﬂiction that
may have occurred during the migration process
due to experiencing or witnessing violence that
is life threatening (LeMaster, Broadbridge,
Lumley, Arnetz, Arfken, Fetters, Arnetz, 2018).
Pre-migration, migration, and post migration
refers to the migration process beginning from
the country of origin to the transportation
process to the U.S., to resettlement in the U.S
(Arbona, Olvera, Rodriguez, Hagan, Linares, &
Wiesner, 2010).

Background
●

●

●

Asylum seekers are exposed to various levels of distress throughout their migration process, which can include
ﬂeeing violence and poverty from their country of origin, travel risks in crossing the U.S. border, and facing
discrimination and barriers during post migration (Salvo & Williams, 2017). Post migratory hindrances comprise
of obtaining legal documentation for asylum status, applying for work permits, living in inadequate conditions,
all while adapting to a new culture and language (Morgan, Melluish, & Welham, 2017; Groen, Richters, Laban,
van Busschbach, & Devillé, 2019; Asgary & Segar, 2011; Müller, Zink, & Koch, 2017). This type of uncertainty may
increase the effects of trauma while the severity of acculturative daily stress can be based upon past trauma
experienced in this population’s country of origin (Phillimore, 2011).
According to Perreira & Ornelas (2013), those that have migrated to the U.S. have “higher rates of PTSD
(18—38 percent), especially among those exposed to natural disasters, war and political violence,
life-threatening illnesses, or sexual abuse” (p. 978); however, these rates do not consider the trauma that is
experienced during post migration.
Post migration requires aid from the receiving country as asylum seekers are tasked with an uphill battle of
achieving resettlement in a new country and environment. Many have endured lasting tangible and social
deﬁcits (Salvo & Williams 2017). Within the months of November and December of 2019, almost 170 asylum
seekers arrived in Portland (Billings, 2019), following the sudden inﬂux of asylum seekers to Maine’s largest city.
The summer of 2019, brought the city approximately 450 asylum seekers (Billings, 2019), which adheres to the
worldwide trend of displacement due to civil wars, climate change, and identity persecution (Slobodin & de
Jong, 2015).

Research Question: How do African Asylum
Seekers who have resettled in Maine experience
acculturation?

Methodology
●

●

●

Framework: As qualitative data is based on interpretation, the interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)
approach was utilized within this study to capture the essence of the experience that occurs within the asylum
seekers during post migration (Smith et al., 2009). IPA is grounded in three main elements: phenomenology,
hermeneutics, and idiography (Smith et al., 2009). Smith et al. (2009) describes phenomenology as “a
philosophical approach to the study of experience” (p.13). Phenomenology considers the experience of the
researcher and their positionality with their study and participants.
Recruitment of Participants: Participants were recruited through the organizations of Hope Acts and
Welcoming the Stranger that consented to support this research. As the inclusion criteria of this study is
speciﬁc, non-probability sampling methods were used by availability, selective, and snowball sampling to
recruit and interview participants who were asylum seekers in the process of acculturation. To incentivize and
acknowledge participation, the adults who chose to participate in an interview were each given a $10 gift card
to Hannafords.
Data Collection: Five participants were interviewed one time for 30-45 minutes with semi-structured
questions. Data was analyzed through the six-step analysis of IPA that includes iterative and inductive phases
that included transcription of interviews, exploratory commenting, line by line coding, developing emergent
themes and superordinate themes along with conducting a master table and using triangulation with my thesis
chair.

Figure 1: IPA Analysis Web

Figure 2: Demographics of Participants

Figure 3: Example of a
section of the IPA analysis
master table

1.

Superordinate Theme: Protective
Factors
Subthemes: Support Systems, Identity
Formation, Finding Purpose, Country of
origin/migratory experiences

2.

Superordinate Theme: Barriers
Subthemes: Immigration System, Daily
Stressors, Discrimination, Country of
origin/migratory experiences

●

Results
●

After analysis of my qualitative data, two superordinate
themes emerged: protective factors and barriers as
shown in Figure 3. All participants spoke of support
systems, which helped them in acculturating such as
family, neighbors, the immigrant community,
non-proﬁt organizations and schools, along with
governmental beneﬁts. Participant Z stated, “If it
wasn’t for the help of the state of Maine to integrate, I
wouldn’t be here so this shows me that Maine really
does want to help integrate people.” Others spoke
about ﬁnding purpose and creating a new identity as
protective factors to their resiliency. Some found
purpose in work or school, while others volunteered
their experiences and skills to give back to the
community. Participants also discussed how involving
themselves in Maine cultural activities such as ice
skating or enjoying snow helped with integration.

●

Participants also spoke of barriers such as the
immigration system, facing discrimination from native
born Americans, and daily stressors provided hardship
towards their acculturation. Daily stressors such as
English communication, navigating Portland and
Maine, and ﬁnding transportation all posed as
obstacles. On the other hand, the complexities of the
immigration system and the bureaucracy were seen as
confusing and anxiety inducing. All participants had
experienced some sort of discrimination against their
race, ethnicity, or accents as well, which made them
feel unwelcomed, ashamed, and embarrassed.
Participant M remembered a time of marginalization,
“Some of them aren’t patient towards immigrants...I
asked this lady if I could just go in front to ask this
question and she was like no you can’t, and I was like
it’s just a yes or no question and she was like if you
don’t like it, then go back to your own country and I
was like I feel so bad.”
Country or origin and migratory experiences were
expressed as both protective and barrier factors
depending on the participant’s experience.

Discussion
●

●

●

●

The two superordinate themes of protective factors and barriers are in line with the resilience theory that an individual’s
ability to acculturate successfully is based on their protective and risk factors and that resilience is a process rather than
an outcome (Kam, et al., 2018). Based on these two superordinate themes, the sub-themes of support systems, identity
formation, ﬁnding purpose, and country of origin/migratory experiences emerged as protective factors. The sub-themes
of daily stressors, the U.S. immigration system, discrimination, and country of origin/migratory experiences surfaced as
barriers.
Ungar, et al. (2013) separates the idea of resiliency from individual’s behavior and emphasizes the environmental impacts
to be signiﬁcant in the integration process. Results from this current study such as the discrimination each participant
faced or the social supports obtained are part of their environment that affects their adjustment period. (Ungar, et al.,
2013). Social capital is based on three aspects of the socio-ecological model: the household, community, and
inter(national) (Melamed, Chernet, Labhardt, Probst-Hensch, & Pfeiffer, 2019). This consideration is especially relative to
asylum seekers as they bisect the culture from their country of origin and the culture of their host country (Melamed et
al., 2019).
This study attempted to enhance the interpretation that the state of acculturation is based on resiliency factors of an
individual situated from their experiences. The ﬁndings of this study coincide with Ungar et al. (2013) in accentuating that
resilience is multilayered and continually changing within the circumstance of the environment (Ungar et al., 2013).
Participant Z stated, “People can’t transition so quickly like that from another culture.”
Redﬁeld, Linton, Herskovits (1936) states that, “Acculturation comprehends those phenomena which result when groups
of individuals having different cultures come into continuous ﬁrst-hand contact, with subsequent changes in the original
cultural patterns of either or both groups” (p. 149). As acculturation includes the change of identity of an individual's
culture, this study fortiﬁes this reasoning as participants spoke about how ﬁnding a purpose with work, volunteering, or
education was essential in their integration along with ﬁnding activities that other Mainers enjoyed such as ice skating
and hiking..
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